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(57) ABSTRACT

For retrieval of a hovering aircraft, a cable, bar, or similar
fixture 1s suspended 1n an approximately horizontal orienta-
tion across the retrieval area between two well-separated
supports. The aircraft slowly flies into this fixture, which then
slides along the aircraft 1n a direction approximately parallel
with the aircraft’s thrust line. This leads to the aircrait becom-
ing fastened to the fixture by an interceptor or aircrait capturer
which 1n alternative embodiments are respectively on the
aircralt or the fixture or both. Thrust 1s then reduced, and the
aircrait comes to rest hanging from the fixture for subsequent
removal. Retrieval 1s thus accomplished with simple and eco-
nomical apparatus, light and unobtrusive elements on the
aircraft, low risk of damage, and only moderate piloting accu-

racy.
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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
RETRIEVING A HOVERING AIRCRAFKT

PRIORITY CLAIM

This application 1s a non-provisional of, claims priority to
and the benefit of U.S. Provisional Patent Application Ser.
No. 60/823,442, filed Aug. 24, 2006, the entire contents of

which are imncorporated herein by reference.

NOTICE OF GOVERNMENT RIGHTS

This invention was made with U.S. Government support
under Contract No. W31P4Q-06-C-0043, effective Nov. 23,

20035 (“the contract”) 1ssued by U.S. Army Aviation and Mis-
sile Command. The U.S. Government has certain rights in the
invention. More specifically, the U.S. Government has a paid-
up license 1n this mvention and the right 1n limited circum-
stances to require the patent owner to license others on rea-
sonable terms as provided for by the terms of the contract.

BACKGROUND

1. Field of Invention

The present mvention addresses retrieval of a hovering
aircraft, especially 1 turbulent winds or onto a rough or
irregularly-moving surface, such as the deck of a ship 1n a
rough sea. The present invention 1s especially suited to
unmanned aircrait of small size, and requires only modest
accuracy 1n automatic or manual piloting.

2. Description of Prior Art

Hovering aircraft, be they helicopters, thrust-vectoring
jets, “tail-sitters,” or other types, usually land by gently
descending in free thrust-borne flight onto a landing surface,
coming to rest on an undercarriage of wheels, skids, or legs.
This elementary technique can be problematic in certain situ-
ations, for example, when targeting a small, windswept land-
ing pad on a ship moving in a rough sea. Decades ago, the
Beartrap or RAST system was developed to permit retrieval
with acceptable safety 1n such conditions. Retrieval with this
system 1nvolves securing a line between a helicopter and
landing deck, and then winching the helicopter down onto a
trolley. The helicopter 1s fastened to the trolley. After
retrieval, the trolley 1s used to move the helicopter along the
deck. The system 1s effective and widely used, but requires an
expensive and substantial plant in the landing area, and coor-
dination between aircraft and ground crew. Furthermore the
helicopter must carry a complete undercarriage 1n addition to
the necessary Beartrap components.

By comparison, simple methods for retrieving aircraft
from wing-borne flight into a small space have been described
in U.S. Pat. No. 6,264,140 and U.S. Pat. No. 6,874,729. These
involve tlying the aircraft into a cable suspended 1n an essen-
tially vertical orientation. Typlcally the cable strikes a wing of
the aircraft, and slides spanwise along the wing into a hook;
the hook snags the cable; the cable decelerates the alrcraft
briskly but smoothly; and the aircraft comes to rest hanging
by its hook. Advantages of this technique include simplicity
of the apparatus; relatively easy targeting, since the aircraft
can make contact anywhere within its wingspan, and almost
anywhere along the cable; elimination of undercarriage from
the aircrait; and safety, since the aircrait simply continues in
wing-borne flight if 1t misses the cable, and since all compo-
nents, apart from the cable 1tself, are kept well clear of the

tlight path.

SUMMARY

One embodiment of the present invention provides for
snag-cable retrieval of thrust-borne or hovering aircraft, and
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particularly those with large rotors. The present invention
offers the same advantages as does snag-cable retrieval for
wing-bomne aircraft, namely simplicity, relatively easy target-
ing, elimination of undercarriage, and safety.

Furthermore, since loads can be low during retrieval from
hover, the apparatus can be light, inexpensive, and easy to
deploy. Easy targeting makes the technique well-suited for
both manual control and economical automation.

Additional features and advantages are described herein,
and will be apparent from, the following Detailed Description
and the figures.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES

FIGS. 1A, 1B, 1C and 1D are a series of diagrammatic
rear-quarter perspective views of an embodiment of the
present invention for a helicopter, showing the helicopter
sequentially approaching above, sliding along, decelerating
against, and hanging from a retrieval cable.

FIG. 2 1s a perspective view of a representative hook instal-
lation on a pole deployed by a helicopter or fixed wing air-
craft, as constructed according to one embodiment of the
present invention.

FIG. 3 1s plan view of an embodiment of a clamping hook
constructed according to one embodiment of the present
ivention.

FIGS. 4A, 4B, 4C and 4 D are a series of diagrammatic
rear-quarter perspective views of an embodiment of the
present invention for a hovering aircraft, showing the aircraft
sequentially approaching, sliding along, decelerating against,
and hanging from a retrieval cable.

FIG. 5 1s a perspective view ol a hook installation on a
cruciform empennage, according to one embodiment of the
invention

FIGS. 6A, 6B, 6C and 6D are a series of diagrammatic
rear-quarter perspective views ol an embodiments of the
present invention for a hovering aircraft, showing the aircraft
sequentially approaching, sliding along, and decelerating
against a retrieval cable, and coming to rest on an adjacent
support cable.

FIG. 7 1s a side view of a hovering aircrait on a horizontal
approach to a retrieval cable, with the approach made from
upwind of the cable, and the wing aligned at knife-edge to the
relative wind 1n order to minimise drag.

FIG. 8 1s a side view of a hovering aircrait on a descending
approach to a retrieval cable, with the approach made from
downwind of the cable, and the wing aligned at knife-edge to
the relative wind 1n order to minimise drag.

FIG. 9 15 a side view of a hovering aircrait on a descending,
approach to a retrieval cable, with the approach made from
downwind of the cable, and the wing generating lift.

FIGS. 10A, 10B and 10C are a series of diagrammatic
rear-quarter perspective views of an embodiment of the
present invention for a hovering aircrait, in which the aircraft
uses a trailing string to capture a retrieval boom.

FIGS.11A,11B,11C and 11D are a series of diagrammatic
rear-quarter perspective views of an embodiment of the
present invention for a hovering aircraft, showing the aircraft
sequentially approaching, engaging, and hanging from a can-
tilever retrieval fixture which has a set of cleats for engaging
the aircratt.

FIGS.12A,12B,12C and 12D are a series of diagrammatic
rear-quarter perspective views of an embodiment of the
present invention for a hovering aircraft, showing the aircraft
sequentially approaching, engaging, and hanging from a can-
tilever retrieval fixture which has a set of latches for engaging
a detent 1n the aircrait fuselage.
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FIGS.13A,13B,13C and 13D are a series of diagrammatic
rear-quarter perspective views of an embodiment of the
present invention for a hovering aircraft, showing the aircraift
sequentially engaging and translating along a retrieval cable
into a parking fixture, parking 1n the fixture, and being stored 3
or released for another flight.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIGS. 1A, 1B, 1C and 1D show an illustrative embodiment 10
of the present invention, as used with a helicopter of conven-
tional layout. This embodiment includes a retrieval fixture in
the form of a cable 12 which 1s suspended by supports 13
across the mtended landing area. The supports 13 are suili-
ciently separated to allow the helicopter 1 comiortably to pass 15
between them. In preparation for retrieval, the helicopter 1
extends an interceptor, which 1n one embodiment includes a
pole 5. The interceptor also includes one or more hooks 10
attached to the end of the pole 5 as, for example, shown 1n
FIG. 2. The helicopter 1 approaches the cable 12 1n slow 20
nearly-horizontal flight at speed VG, along a path 42 at a
suitably large angle relative to the line 14 between the sup-
ports 13. In one embodiment, the approach 1s flown automati-
cally, with three-dimensional position and velocity of the
helicopter 1 relative to the cable 12 being measured, for 25
example, by differencing satellite-navigation solutions
between an antenna 15 on the helicopter and on a reference
point 16 near the cable. Approach brings the pole S mto
contact with the cable 12, which then applies a force as
indicated by arrow 17 to the surface 8 of the pole 5. The cable 30
12 then slides along the pole 5. This can be arranged by: (a)
deploying the pole 5 with a suitable sweepback angle relative
to the line of approach; or (b) by making the pole attachment
compliant under the cable load 17; or (¢) by attaching the pole
5 rigidly along the spin axis 4 of the rotor 2, leaving the cable 35
load 17 to rotate the helicopter 1 bodily about the cable axis
14; or (d) by a suitable combination of these arrangements.
Sliding directs the cable 12 through a gate 22 1into a hook 10
as shown 1n FI1G. 2, and the gate 22 then closes to ensure that
the cable 12 will not be released until desired. Closing of the 40
gate 22 may be sensed directly, or inferred from deflection of
the pole 5 under the cable load 17, or from deceleration or
rotation of the helicopter 1. When capture of the cable 12 1s
recognized, drive power 1s reduced and the rotor 2 slows
gradually to a stop. The helicopter 1 comes to rest hanging 45
upside-down from the cable 12. A winch 18 or other suitable
device for adjusting the height ol the cable 12 can then be used
to lower the helicopter 1 onto a handling platform. The hook
10 can then be released. Alternatively, a small helicopter 1 can
be removed from the cable 12 by hand. 50

It the approach speed of the helicopter 1 is suiliciently
high, then the cable 12 may have to comply 1n order to make
deceleration loads acceptably small. This may be done by (a)
incorporating elastic segments nto the cable 12; or (b) by
paying-out slack from a winch 18 1n order to control tension 55
in the cable 12; or (¢) by a combination thereof. In either case,
provision may be made quickly to take up the slack during the
latter part of deceleration 1 order to limit sag of the helicopter
1 as 1t comes to rest.

It should be noted that 1nstead of deploying the retrieval- 60
fixture interceptor downward as in FIG. 1, the helicopter 1 1n
an alternative embodiment could deploy the interceptor
upward from 1ts rotor hub 3. It would then approach so that its
rotor 2 passes below rather than above the cable 12, and 1t
would come to rest hanging right-side-up rather than upside- 65
down. While coming to rest right-side-up would be desirable
especially for a manned helicopter, passing above the cable

4

12 as in FIG. 1 offers two safety advantages over passing
below. First, it increases the clearance between the cable 12
and the rotor 2 during approach. Second, 1t permits the heli-
copter 1 to attempt a climb to test for capture (much as a
fixed-wing aircraft landing on an aircrait carrier increases
power immediately at touchdown). Thus, shortly after pass-
ing the cable axis 14, or upon detecting an indication of
contact with or capture of the cable 12, power to the rotor 2
can be increased. If capture has not occurred, then the heli-
copter 1 will climb away from the retrieval area and can return
for another approach. If the helicopter 1 fails to climb, then
this can be taken as confirmation that capture has occurred,
and power can be reduced. The helicopter 1 will then descend.,
and be left hanging upside-down from the cable 12. Swinging
motion, including rotations about the approach axis 42 caused
by rotor gyroscopic elfect, can be damped by appropriate
management of rotor thrust and in-plane moments during
deceleration.

FIG. 2 shows a detailed view of an installation of carabiner-
type hooks 10 1n one embodiment of the present invention. A
cable 12 slides along a surface 8 onto a one-way gate 22,
which then opens about a hinge 23. The cable 12 1s captured
when the gate 22 closes behind it. Meanwhile, the cable 12
remains free to slide along 1ts axis through the hook 10. In one
embodiment, the hook 10 includes a sloped detlector surface
235. If the cable 12 misses the capture aperture and strikes the
deflector surface 25, then 1t will be directed to slide clear of
the aircraft with low applied force.

FIG. 3 shows an alternative embodiment of a hook of the
present invention, which includes a slot 24 to clamp the cable
12 in the manner of a jam cleat. This prevents the captured
cable 12 from sliding along its axis relative to the hook 9. It
should be appreciated that other suitable forms of the hook or
hook 1nstallation may be employed in accordance with the
present 1nvention.

FIGS. 4A, 4B, 4C and 4D show another embodiment
applied to an aircraft 28 having a configuration suited to
eificient wing-borne tlight. The aircraft 28 has a fixed wing
29, and a propellor 2 installed at its nose. The propellor’s spin
axis 4 1s aligned with the fuselage. The retrieval pole of the
interceptor as in FIGS. 1A to 1D 1s unnecessary, since the aft
fuselage 8 provides a suitable surface for intercepting the
cable 12, and hooks 10 can be mounted on the rear of the
fuselage 8 as shown 1n FIG. 5. It should be appreciated that 1n
an alternative embodiment, an interceptor having a retrieval
pole may be employed. To prepare for retrieval, the aircrait 28
pitches up from forward tlight, with 1ts thrust line near hori-
zontal, into hovering flight, with 1ts thrust line near vertical.
Rotor thrust 20 1s adjusted to balance aircrait weight. The
thrust vector 20 1s tilted along the approach path 42, and the
aircraft 28 slowly draws the rear surface of its fuselage 8
across the retrieval cable 12. The cable load indicated by
arrow 17 causes the aircraft 28 to tilt further along the
approach path 42 as indicated by arrow 19. The cable 12
slides along the fuselage 8 (as shown 1n FIG. 5) and through
a gate 22 1nto a hook 9. Retrieval 1s then completed 1 the
same or similar manner as for the helicopter 1 in FIG. 1. The
aircrait 28 finishes hanging nose-down on the cable 12.
Again, this would be impractical for a manned aircraift, but
quite acceptable for an aircraft which 1s small and unmanned.

FIGS. 6A, 6B, 6C and 6D show another embodiment in
which a second cable 46 1s attached to the cable supports 13
adjacent and essentially or substantially parallel to the snag
cable 12. The position of this second cable 46 1s such that the
aircraft 1s intercepted as it rotates around the snag cable 12,
and so comes to rest 1n a more nearly horizontal orientation
than that shown 1n FIG. 4. The height of the snag cable 12 can
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therefore be reduced, and the final nose-down orientation
avoided. It should be appreciated that more than one addi-
tional cables can be employed in alternative embodiments,
and supported 1n any suitable manner. In other embodiments,
a net, mattress, boom or similar support could perform the
same function as the second cable 46. Of these choices, a
second cable 46 has the advantage that 1t can exchange roles
with the snag cable 12 depending upon the approach direc-
tion. In any case, the aircraft support 46 must be positioned so
that 1t remains clear of the propellor as the aircraft comes to
rest. It must also comply as necessary to arrest the aircraft
without damage.

In any of these example embodiments, should the cable 12
not be captured because of incorrect altitude, failure to cap-
ture can be recognized as the cable axis 14 1s passed. The
aircraft can then climb away from the retrieval area and return

for another approach.

FIG. 7, FIG. 8, and FI1G. 9 illustrate possible paths for a
fixed-wing aircraft to approach a retrieval cable 12 1n a wind
V. In general, the rotor thrust vector T opposes the sum of
the weight vector Wand the drag vector D. Thus, to maintain
nonzero airspeed V ,, the thrust vector T must be tilted to
balance drag D. Required thrust T and thrust-vector t1lt O are
mimmised by minimising drag, which can be done by orient-
ing the wing 29 at knife-edge to the wind V ;;-as shown in FI1G.
7 and FIG. 8.

For successtul capture, the aircraft 28 must contact the
cable 12 1n an aperture between the wing 29 and the hook 9.
When the airspeed vector V , 1s into-wind V., the thrust-
vector tilt O makes the aperture on the downwind side of the
atrcraft h , broader than the aperture on the upwind side h .
Hence, guidance for a horizontal approach can be less precise
i the aircrait approaches the cable 12 while moving down-
wind rather than upwind. In a sufficiently strong wind, tilt of
the thrust vector could be so large that the upwind aperture h,
would vanish, and a horizontal approach would have to be
made downwind 1n order to engage the cable 12.

The approach, however, need not be horizontal. FIG. 8
shows an alternative in which the aircrait 28 approaches while
descending into-wind with knife-edge wing orientation. If the
slope v of the approach path is selected to be approximately
equal to the thrust-vector tilt 0, then the aperture h, for suc-

cessful capture of the cable 12 is kept large. For a given wind
speed V ,, this form of upwind approach requires more thrust
(but not necessarily more power) than a downwind approach
since 1t calls for higher airspeed.

A further possibility, as shown 1n FIG. 9, 1s to approach
with the wing 29 1n a lifting rather than knife-edge orienta-
tion. In this case, the vector sum of thrust T and lift L. balances
drag D and weight W. Again, the aircrait 28 presents maxi-
mum capture aperture h to the cable 12 by approaching
into-wind while descending on a slope vy which 1s approxi-
mately equal to the thrust-vector tilt 0. If the wind speed
exceeds the stall airspeed 1n wing-borne flight, then descent
can be vertical.

Of these approach methods, downwind drift in knife-edge
orientation as in FIG. 7 requires the least thrust in a light wind.
Wing-borme upwind descent as 1n FIG. 9 requires the least
thrust 1n a strong wind. Hence, the best choice of approach
path and aircraft orientation will depend at least in part on
wind speed.

In an automatic approach, thrust-vector tilt 0 and rotor
power are adjusted to regulate the approach velocity vector
V . Upon encountering the cable 12, progress 1s retarded, and
the automatic-control logic calls for the thrust vector T to be
tilted toward the approach path 42. This causes the aircrait 28
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to rotate around the cable 12 in the desired direction indicated
by arrow 19 1n FIG. 4B, so that sliding of the cable 12 1nto the
hook 10 1s promoted.

FIGS. 10A, 10B and 10C show an embodiment of the
present invention 1n which the retrieval fixture 1s a boom 48
cantilevered from amast 13. A large aperture for capturing the
retrieval fixture 1s created by trailing an interceptor having a
string 44 with a grappling hook 9, or alternatively with a small
trailing mass 43 as shown 1n FIGS. 11A, 11B, 11C and 11D.
Contact may excite waves in the trailing string and so make
sliding over the boom 48 intermittent. Steady sliding can be
promoted by including a string tail 45 below the hook 9 or
trailing mass 43. Sliding of the string 44 along the boom 48
leads to capture by the grappling hook 9, or alternatively, 1f
the string 44 contacts the boom 48 at sulficient speed V 4, then
the inertia of the trailing mass 43 will cause the string 44 to
wrap around the boom 48. The aircraft comes to rest hanging
by the string 44. The longer the string 44, the larger the
aperture for capture, and so the more relaxed are requirements
for accuracy in approach. However, this advantage 1s bal-
anced by the need to elevate the cable boom 48 to allow
suificient room for the aircrait to hang on the string. In one
embodiment, the necessary clearance could be reduced by
retracting the string 44 after capture. This embodiment would
require a suitable retraction mechanism.

FIGS. 11A, 11B, 11C and 11D show an alternative
embodiment in which the aircraft 28 need not have a hook.
Instead, the retrieval fixture includes a boom 48 to which
multiple cleats 24 are attached. The aircraft 28 trails an inter-
ceptor including a string 44 with a mass 43 and a tail 45. The
axis 14 of the boom 48 includes a component parallel to the
aircrait’s direction of approach 42. Consequently as the air-
craft 28 draws the string 44 across the boom 48, the string
slides along the boom 1nto a cleat 24, which 1n one embodi-
ment captures the string as discussed 1n connection with FIG.
3. Retrieval 1s completed as discussed 1in connection with
FIGS. 10A, 10B and 10C.

FIGS. 12A,12B, 12C and 12D show another embodiment
in which one of a set of latches 56 on a cantilever boom 48
engages one or more detents 54 1n the aircraft 28. The aircraft
28 approaches on a path 42 controlled so that a detent 54 1s
directed 1nto a latch 56 on the boom 48. Retrieval 1s com-
pleted as discussed in connection with FIGS. 10A, 10B and
12C.

In the embodiment of FIGS. 12A, 12B, 12C and 12D, the
cantilever boom 48 1s rotatable on a hinge 50 about a vertical
axis 49 as shown by arrow 38. An acrodynamic surface 52
orients the boom 48 passively relative to the wind. Similarly,
the boom 48 1s rotatable about a horizontal axis 14, and 1s
rigidly connected to an aerodynamic surface 53. The weight
of this surface 53, and 1ts attachment 57 to the boom 48, are
chosen so that the latches 56 are oriented appropriately for a
horizontal approach in calm wind. The area of the surface 353
1s chosen so that as the wind speed increases, the latches
orient appropriately for a descending approach as shown 1n
FIG. 8 and FIG. 9.

In the embodiments 1llustrated above, the aircraft’s thrust
axi1s rotates substantially out of the vertical during the course
of retrieval, FIGS. 13A, 13B, 13C and 13D show an alterna-
tive embodiment 1n which the thrust axis remains near verti-
cal until the aircraft “parks.” The aircraft approaches and
captures a retrieval cable 12 as 1n FIGS. 4A and 4B. Then,
upon detecting contact, it applies pitch and yaw torques, for
example by appropriate adjustment of rotor cyclic pitch, so
that rotation about the cable 1s arrested and near-vertical
orientation 1s maintained. By further application of control
torques, the aircrait slides along the cable such that it 1s
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guided by the cable into a docking fixture Sa near a cable
support as shown 1 FIGS. 13B and 13C. The docking fixture
may include devices suitable for orienting and securing the
aircrait 1n a desired position, which 1s provided so that secure
docking can be detected, aiter which the aircraft’s motor can
be shut down. The docking station may further include suit-
able devices for conveniently servicing the aircraft, stowing
the aircraft, or launching the aircraft for another flight as
shown in FIG. 13 D.

It should be understood that various changes and modifi-
cations to our illustrative embodiments will be apparent to
those skilled 1n the art. Such changes and modifications can
be made without departing from the spirit and scope of the
present subject matter and without diminishing its intended
advantages. It 1s therefore intended that such changes and
modifications be covered by the appended claims.

The mvention claimed 1s:

1. A system for capturing an aircrait in principally thrust-
borne thght, said capturing system comprising:

(a) a fixture interceptor, the fixture interceptor being

attached to a tension element of the aircraft:

(b) a linear or curvilinear fixture configured to be sus-
pended across a tlight path of the aircrait in a principally
horizontal orientation which 1s not parallel to the flight
path of the aircrait, the fixture being rotatable about a
vertical or substantially vertical axis;
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(c) a suspension support configured to suspend the fixture
such that the aircrait in principally thrust-borne tlight
can approach and employ the fixture interceptor to con-
tact the fixture;

(d) a fixture mterceptor capturer attached to the fixture and
configured to engage the fixture interceptor; and

(¢) an aerodynamic surface attached to the suspension sup-
port and configured to passively adjust a rotational posi-
tion of the fixture about said axis to orient the fixture
interceptor capturer relative to the wind direction.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the fixture interceptor
capturer 1s formed to engage the fixture interceptor 1n princi-
pally thrust-borne flight.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein the linear or curvilinear
fixture 1s attachable to a movable vehicle.

4. The system of claim 1, which includes a docking fixture
attached to the suspension support and configured to recerve
the aircratt.

5. The system of claim 4, wherein the docking fixture 1s
coniigured to:

(a) enable the aircraft to be stowed,

(b) enable the aircrait to be serviced, or

(¢) facilitate launch of the aircratt.
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